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Where are you?

Getting Our Priorities Straight
(…) If we look back at the creation narrative in Genesis we see that Creation Story is all about making order out of chaos. The second verse in the Torah tells us that the earth was Tohu Va Vohu, literally a land of “desert waste” and goes onto explain the way that God ordered and organized the world out of that Chaos. In that sense Rosh Hashanah celebrates the creation of order out of chaos and reminds us that as we attempt to create our own lives anew, one of our primary responsibilities is striving to ensure that our priorities are in order. Are we living our lives in accordance with our values and our beliefs? How have our priorities changed over the past year and how have they stayed the same? This is how we examine our purpose in life. This is how we understand the meaning of our own creation. These are the types of questions that Rosh Hashanah invites us to explore. 
But we cannot answer these types of questions unless we first have a healthy understanding of ourselves, and of where we are in our lives. 

Abraham Joshua Heschel told the following story: 

There was a school boy who was forgetful. He was always losing things. So he worked out a system. Before he went to sleep at night he made out a list of all the things he would need the next day. He wrote: My suit is on the chair. My hat is in the closet. My books are on the desk. My shoes are under the chair. And I am in the bed. 

He woke up the next morning and started to collect his things. They were all in the right places. The suit was on the chair. The books were on the desk. The shoes were under the chair. Then he came to the last Item on his list. He went to look for himself in the bed but the search was in vain. He wasn't there. 

Where am I? he asked. (Rabbi Jack Riemer, World of the High Holidays).

Where are you? This is actually the first question that is asked in the Torah. After the creation of the world, when God is looking for Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden, God calls out to Adam: “Ayeka?” Where are you? Where are you? That is the first question of the creation story and the first question that we are to ask ourselves as we begin the work of self-renewal and re-creation each year. We engage in teshuvah, literally “turning”— turning inwards as we attempt to get a glimpse of our true selves, and then turning outwards to get a glimpse at how we are living our lives. 

Understanding who we are and where we are in life is no small task, especially in this day and age. Rabbi Hayim Herring writes that the twenty first century has brought with it a renewed sense of urgency over questions of meaning in our lives. (…)

Perhaps the biggest challenge in re-discovering our identity, our values, and our priorities lies in the fact that the answers to these questions are meant to stay with us throughout the year. (…)

Shanah Tovah U’metukah, May this be a good and sweet New Year for all of us and may we all be inscribed in the Book of Life.

http://torat-el.org/wp-content/uploads/2011/10/Getting-Our-Priorities-Straight-Erev-Rosh-Hashanah1.pdf

Here I Am:
Responding to the Call in Creation
Some years ago I was leading an interfaith environmental spirituality retreat near Seattle. My co-leader and meditation teacher, Kurt Hoelting, asked us to do a “walking meditation” where we would mindfully walk. This meant that while we were walking (and we were not to try to direct where we were walking) we tried to be mindful of each step, focusing on the place where we put our foot down and trying to be in the present moment of each step. In practice, this kind of walking is much slower than regular walking but is wonderful to focus the mind on a sense of the present in time and space. We were given around half an hour to do this meditation.

After a while I found that I was walking along a path beside the large pond (or small lake) that was on the retreat center property. As I put down each foot the Hebrew word Hineni came into my mind. The word means “Here I am” and so with each step it was, “Here I am. Here I am. Here I am.” In each place and in each moment, “Here I am.”

In the Tanakh (Hebrew Bible) the hineni is often used by people when they respond to a direct call from God. For example, in Genesis 22, Abraham is first called by God in verse 1 and he responds Hineni and then God gives him the command to sacrifice Isaac. Later in the chapter when Abraham is about to slay Isaac, the angel calls from heaven and Abraham answers Hineni. Jacob responds to a divine call twice with Hineni (Genesis 31:11 & Genesis 46:2). Moses responds to the voice from the Burning Bush with Hineni (Exodus 3:4) and Samuel also begins his prophetic mission with such a response to God’s call (1 Samuel 3:1-10). And the prophet Isaiah responds with Hineni when he experiences his inaugural vision of God and the seraphim in the Temple (Isaiah 6:8).

The one time in the Tanakh when it would be obvious for such a response is in the story of the Garden of Eden when God calls to Adam and Eve as they are hiding after eating the forbidden fruit (Genesis 3:8-10). God asks, “Where are you” (in Hebrew: Ayyekkah?) but instead of answering “Here we are,” Adam can only give out a poor excuse for hiding. God being God, the question was not meant to imply that God could not know where Adam and Eve were but instead was a call to elicit a truthful response. As one biblical scholar pointed out “hineni” also has the force of “At your service!” To the divine call Adam especially failed as he immediately passed the buck of his disobedience to Eve.

About this episode Abraham Joshua Heschel remarked:

When Adam and Eve hid from His presence, the Lord called: Where art Thou (Genesis 3:9). It is a call that goes out again and again. It is a still small echo of a still small voice, not uttered in words, not conveyed in categories of the mind, but ineffable and mysterious, as ineffable and mysterious as the glory that fills whole world. It is wrapped in silence; concealed and subdued; yet it is as if all things were the frozen echo of the question: Where art thou? (God in Search of Man p. 137)

In other words, the divine “Where are you?” calls out every moment of our lives and most of the time, we refuse to hear it, we offer an excuse for not responding, we refuse to answer, “Here I am!” The voice is there but we do not listen. As Heschel said,

…When living true to the wonder of the steadily unfolding wisdom, we feel at times as if the echo of an echo of a voice were piercing the silence, trying in vain to reach our attention. We feel at times called upon, not knowing by whom, against our will, terrified at the power invested in our words, in our deeds, in our thoughts.

In our own lives, the voice of God speaks slowly, a syllable at a time. Reaching the peak of years, dispelling some of our intimate illusions and learning how to spell the meaning of life-experiences backwards, some of us discover how the scattered syllables form a single phrase. Those who know that this life of ours takes place in a world that is not all to be explained in human terms; that every moment is a carefully concealed act of His creation, cannot but ask: is there anything wherein His voice is not suppressed? Is there anything wherein His creation is not concealed? (God in Search of Man, p. 174).

This second passage from Heschel is one of my favourites from his work. It tells us that in all of Creation God is calling out to us even if we can only hear a fragment, a syllable at a time. But if we really listen we hear over the course of time a few syllables that eventually we may realize form a single phrase: “Ayyekkah?” “Where are you?”

On that walking meditation, I answered “Hineni,” To every moment when I heard “Where are you? I responded with “Here I am.” Here at this moment I am in this spot and in this time which will never be repeated in my life or in the history of the universe. Even if I were to return to that same spot, at the same time of year, it would not be the same. So I must try as much as I can to hear the divine question and respond, “Here I am in this precious moment of my life. Here I am in this sacred spot of Creation seeing the Glory of God filling the world. Here I am grateful for my life at this moment, grateful for the beauty all around me wherever I am. Here I am, ready to work to preserve this beauty for others in the future. At Your service!”
There is one more interesting use of the word Hineni in the Hebrew Bible. In the texts of the exilic prophet scholars call Second Isaiah, there are several passages where God says that there will come a time if we act ethically that we will call out and God will respond “Here I am!” (Isaiah 52:6; 58:6-9; 65:1). If we answer the call of God in Creation, then God will be with us as a partner in Tikkun ‘Olam. 

http://www.jewcology.com/content/view/Here-I-Am-Responding-to-the-Call-in-Creation

New Year’s Resolutions?

Reverse Resolutions – Reflections on 2011
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Despite how awesome Woody Guthrie’s New Years resolutions from 1943 written in his own hand and with illustrations are, I’ve always been ambivalent about making them for myself. It’s not that I don’t like to set goals, but there seems something arbitrary and artificial about setting New Years resolutions. I admit, there is something to be said for starting with a clean slate. My intentions seem to show up in real time, in the natural course of whatever life event or dynamic happens to be weighing on me or is relevant and salient in some way at that time. I am now midstream working towards some of my goals and I anticipate others coming up before long. They usually don’t simply pop up on January 1.

I’m seeing all kinds of posts and comments and blog articles talking about how bad 2011 was, and looking just at the numbers (economic and otherwise) it’s not hard to see why. The media is also talking about 2011 as The Lost Year. To some, 2012 doesn’t show much more promise. But of course we are an optimistic specie and we thrive on hope. The comments, posts and blogs reflect that as well.

I have to say that I had a pretty good year! Maybe that’s an understatement so let me rephrase that. Any year alive in anything better than debilitating suffering beats the hell out of the alternative. In that light I had a great year! Who knows what the New Year will bring? Will it take us by surprise or will we reap the fruits of either our investment in ourselves, or the acts of negligence and complacency? I believe that our lives honor the level of complacency we bring to them.

My classes talk a lot about the idea that chance favors the prepared mind, that luck is “where preparation meets opportunity,” that “the harder I work the luckier I get.” Rather than make promises to myself then, I would prefer to maximize my preparation so that I can not only recognize and seize, but create opportunity for myself. The man waiting to follow up on this essay a year from now will have something to say about how well I’ve done. So in an effort to take full advantage of 2012 on my own behalf, let me share just some of the important things I learned in 2011, lessons that I will carry with me into this year.

1) 
There is nothing more important than love. 

Those who are closest to me are at the top of the list. This is not just warm fuzzy “I love you” love that feels good and attractive and emotional and gooey, only says nice things. This is acknowledgment that those people are embedded and integrated into the fibers of my life at its deepest levels. This is willingness to make choices to go out of my way to make these relationships and the people in them thrive. We all complain at times when it feels like we are the only ones making efforts to build relationships. Well, in some cases I need to make the effort no matter what, even if it is just me. That what love is sometimes.

2) 
Patience is truly a virtue.

This will come as no surprise to those who know me, but I don’t know everything. I have a lot to learn. I like when people are patient with me as I’m learning. I’m a professor and there are some things I know that my students don’t. We are all in different places and in different stations in our lives. We can help some people in some ways, and those same people can help us in other ways. I feel honored and loved when people are patient with me as I sincerely work my way through my life. I expect myself to be patient with others as well. It says a lot to me about a person who is able to demonstrate persistent engaged patience. “Be kind: Everyone you meet is fighting a hard battle.”

Note to self: Patience is not passivity. It is not ignoring or detaching. Not everyone deserves my active patience because I have priorities about who and how many people I can engage with in my life and at what levels. Sometimes it is also necessary to be abrupt and even rude. That is not in any way antithetical to love.

3) 
Listen and ask questions.

I’m involved in many discussions and conversations about religion, faith, politics, worldviews and culture. These are issues people care about deeply and passionately. I know many of my views are not popular or common. People ask me questions and I believe they are entitled to honest answers if they are entitled to answers at all (and sometimes they are not). I appreciate when people ask and when they genuinely listen.

I have found that I learn more about myself, others and the world I live in when I ask questions and genuinely listen to what people have to say. We all have our stories and I am honored to be brought in on another’s. We are our stories. Even if I have a point to make, I find I am much more effective at making it when I ask questions and let the other process the answer; his or her own answer. I have learned that I am not an important or smart enough person to pontificate, proclaim, lecture, expound, or otherwise bore my audience shitless so that I can feel better about myself and how smart and important I am. That doesn’t work for anyone. Two ears, one mouth. Dig?

4) 
I have limitations. 

I always knew that in my head but in my heart I was invincible and immortal. I am finding that I must honor the changes in my body and what it needs, what is best for it. I must work a little harder at some things, accept that I cannot hear or see as well as I used to, that my muscles and tendons are not what they once were, that my libido is different now than it was when I was 20 (thankfully!). I need to be kind to myself. The limitations I have today are not the limitations I will have tomorrow. There will be new ones. Deal with that and deal with them.

Note to Self: This is not an excuse or justification for complacency. What this is, is a call to work around and through limitations wherever and however possible within the construct of honoring my body and mind. Resolved: You will be working out the rest of your life, five days a week, at least an hour a day. What that looks like may change over time, but it will not disappear. Ever.

5) 
Time is short. 

There is no time to waste. Every day is important; every single day. There is no afterlife in my worldview. This is it. Any loving will have to be done now. Any reconciliation will have to be done now. Any time spent with those I love will have to be spent here in this life, now. Any learning, self development, plans to reach my full potential will have to be done or at least started now. In short, any living I plan on doing has to be done here, now, in this life, on this world, in my body. I must take whatever baby steps need to be taken now, even if the path forward seems completely and hopelessly impossible. I want no regrets at the end of my days – mistakes, yes, plenty of them – regrets, zero. There is no tomorrow.

Note to Self: Rest is not the same as wasting time. Rest is important. You need that – more of it. You are the one who listens to yourself and monitors yourself to determine whether you are resting or wasting time. Be honest with yourself.

6) 
I have weaknesses of character that I have not yet mastered.

I don’t know what more to say about this. I still let myself down, I still do things that are out of alignment with who I say I am at my core. I still feel a sense of despondence when I fail to live up to my own standards. I thought I’d have this all worked out at my age and in this stage in life and yet sometimes it seems the only thing I’m getting better at is recognizing my shortcomings quicker and at a deeper level. They cause me fear. They hold me back. I rule myself out of deeper intimacies and disqualify myself from certain successes and accomplishments because of them.

I think all of my weaknesses involve at least a level of dishonesty at some point in their process, either in the conception or aftermath. Denial, justification, rationalization, wishful and magical thinking, conditioning, all these and other biases and fallacies act in very subtle ways to taint my otherwise virtuous self. I’m not talking about wholesale lying here, failing to answer a direct question truthfully. I’m talking about the many ways I can deceive myself, fool myself, sell myself short, color the facts, try to save myself pain, underestimate insensitivities and consequences of my choices and actions for myself and for others, those I love most of all. I’m talking about the nuances of trust, loyalty and fidelity to my friends in at least the same measure they have extended me, building the strength and fiber necessary to love at a higher level, and at times, even at an acceptable level.

On a related note, I want to buy the essay “Lying,” by Sam Harris. I’m hearing good things about it. I’m thinking that perhaps a good jolt of understanding, of bringing the dynamic into the light might shake things up a little and at least move me one step or so farther along the path of personal integrity and alignment. We have come to accept a certain threshold of lying – white lies, lies we tell to spare others discomfort, convincing ourselves we are even doing good while lying. “Each of us is capable of, and would benefit from, a life led free of the lie,” he says, and that “we can radically simplify our lives and improve society by merely telling the truth in situations where others often lie.”

7) 
I can make people happier 
and the world a better place for free whenever I choose.

I walked into a gas station one night not feeling particularly perky. The woman behind the counter was wearing a plastic tiara that said “Birthday Girl” or something like that across the front. Her demeanor did not reflect the occasion or the festive headdress. I imagined she was at the end of a long day. Here was my chance! I acknowledged her birthday and her tiara with a big smile and some energy and humor, all sincere, and watched her light up like a Christmas tree. I’d like to think it made her day.

Why do I not do this more often, or even all the time? Do I need to know someone to extend an unexpected kindness? Do I need to be in a good mood? Do I need everyone to be no happier than I am in any given moment? Am I emotionally strong enough to acknowledge another’s unique life and heart, to lift them up even higher than I am just then? Do I need them to look a certain way, unthreatening, safe, or receptive? Do they need to be at least close to my own tribe? I think I can make the world a happier place for free whenever I want, whenever I choose, whenever I am brave enough to put myself aside for a moment with no other intention than to celebrate another’s existence in even the smallest way and gesture.
Ojo Taylor

(Bassist, vocalist, and keyboardist best known for his work with the Christian rock band Undercover)
Extracts from his 11 reflections on 2011:
http://ojotaylor.wordpress.com/2012/01/02/reverse-resolutions-11-reflections-on-2011/

